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Introduction 
 
As a plot evolves it causes the reader to form expectations about what will happen next. These 
expectations might come true or they might be let down. Suspense and surprise are some of the 
important factors which cause the reader to read on. Crime fiction might possibly be the genre 
where they are most observable and so this is where I have chosen my research material from.  
 
Within the field of literary criticism emphasis can be put on various elements of the reading 
experience or the reading process. Some critics emphasize the role of the author, some are 
concerned with the text itself and others focus on the reader’s response. It is in the nature of a good 
crime novel to hold its reader in suspense all the way through and still surprise.  
Physically the reaction of the reader might be a fastening heartbeat and the release of for example 
adrenalin and serotonin. 
  
On a larger scale crime fiction is a way for human beings to deal with the darker aspects of life in a 
way which enables them to distance themselves from whatever terror they are reading about. Some 
events in history might shake people’s feeling of stability more than others and in general 
consequently lead to an increased need to escape reality and process experiences or emotions. It has 
been suggested that the World Wars and the history of colonization indirectly influenced the Golden 
Age of the British detective story by the fear of the unknown otherness which was brought along. 
Today the fear of war and crime still cause fear. Crime fiction is as popular as ever. No matter what 
the reason is, it seems that there is some inclination of the human psychology that makes us enjoy a 
secure thrill. The particular line of literature is not a modern invention, but can be traced back to the 
Bible and the gothic genre. 
 
In order to analyze suspension and surprise my problem area is as follows: 
 
Problem area 
Within the limits of this project synopsis it is my aim to roughly sketch a study of suspense and 
surprise as it is represented in a very limited number of Agatha Christie’s works. Point of departure 
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is in the response of the reader regarded as pre-structured by elements in the text and by the 
individual interpretative activity of the reader. 
 
Problem definition 
By what means does Agatha Christie keep her reader in a state changing between suspense and 
surprise? 
 
Although the analysis is concerned with Christie’s works, the aim is also to relate to other authors 
and media. Motion pictures will be involved as a final perspective. 
 
Theory and method 
 
Inspired by reader-response criticism I focus on the reader’s response to the text as a result of: pre-
structured elements in the text and the reader’s own interpretative activity. Since reader-response 
criticism does not refer to a single unified position within literary criticism, but rather designates a 
number of critics, I will focus on Wolfgang Iser and Stanley Fish. 
 
According to Iser the reader acts as co-creator of the literary work by adding what the text only 
implies. This means that the reader is seen as an active participant in the production of textual 
meaning. Although Iser accepts the individual interpretive activity of the reader, he confines this 
activity to be a mere fulfilment of what is already implicit in the structure of the work. Furthermore 
Iser sees the reading process as a movement from anticipation to retrospection, as well as the 
making and unmaking of gestalts. 
Fish redefines literature as an experience rather than an object and sees this experience as the 
author’s creation to which the reader reacts. Because Christie’s works can be said to sweep away 
her reader in an all-consuming experience, I find this latter approach useful in her case. According 
to Fish reading processes the reader; a notion which is similar to Iser’s. Fish regards reading as a 
sequence of events which takes place within the reader’s mind and focuses on the moment-to-
moment reaction to the text. 
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With point of departure in the above notions the analysis aims at recording elements of the text 
within the research material which cause suspense and surprise. Through a close reading of the five 
novels with emphasis on the response and involvement of the reader, the analysis will be arranged 
in the following groups: 
 
- Structure 
- Plot 
- Clues and red herrings1 
- Wandering viewpoint 
 
Without going into a deeper linguistic or grammatical analysis, these groups represent elements in 
the text which affect how the reader might respond or what the reader might to experience. In the 
analysis I aim at clarifying how these elements work. 
 
Limitation 
In order to limit the research field only five of Christie’s novels will be involved, all with the 
Belgian detective Inspector Hercule Poirot. In order also to broaden the field, the publication dates 
of the titles2 span from 1933-72 so as to represent her long and productive career. 
It should be noted that I detain myself from describing and analyzing every single title individually 
because that would take up too much space. In stead the titles will be dealt with together and only 
the specific areas mentioned above will be included. 
Where the limitations of this particular project synopsis prevent me from going into further detail 
with an area this will be noted in order to indicate what could also have been included. 
Finally, it should be noted that since I have only used myself as research subject and not drawn 
upon a larger number of people, the results are merely expressions of my own reactions and 
thoughts hereon. 
Before continuing to the analysis I will briefly situate Christie within literary history. 
 
                                                 
1 I.e. false clues. 
2 See bibliography for specific titles. 
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Situating Christie 
Agatha Christie (1890-1976) belongs to the Golden Age of the British Detective Story. She treats 
death as a puzzle, often confined to a closed area. The active characters are mostly aristocrats and 
mental illnesses, alcoholism and criminal actions are streaks of the character which can be inherited. 
Although there are examples of for example kidnapping, murder is the most common type of crime. 
The Poirot-stories are typical of the British whodunit detective story concerned with who did it and 
why. The solution is reserved for the end where the suspects are gathered and presented with the 
truth. Poirot solves crimes by using his “little grey cells” and is a sharp contrast to today’s forensic 
scientist who works directly on the corpse as primary crime scene. 
 
Analysis 
 
Before continuing to the analysis I would like very briefly to draw attention to the physical 
appearances of the books and other circumstances which are also elements arising expectations in 
the reader, but not dealt further with in this synopsis. 
First of all, being aware of reading a crime novel has the effect that the reader takes on the role of a 
detective. Secondly Christie’s name itself has become a brand that causes expectations to the 
content in line with what is described in the previous section. Thirdly, the cover illustrations are 
deliberately created to make the book inviting. Finally the type of paper and fond used could have 
been taken into account like some reader-response critics have done. 
 
Structure 
Some of the novels contain a preface by the author starting off the reader’s presumptions. In the 
preface to Cards on the Table Christie states that: The deduction must, therefore, be entirely 
psychological, but it is none the less interesting for that, because when all is said and done it is the 
mind of the murderer that is of supreme interest. I.e. the reader is told to expect a lot of little grey 
cells at work and “warned” about what kind of crime novel he or she is about to endeavour. Such a 
warning might tune some readers’ attention and turn off others. 
 
Some of the novels begin with a “Cast of Characters” where a few words describe the persons 
involved. This is for example the case in Murder on the Orient Express where the doctor is 
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characterized in these lines: The Doctor: Dr. Constantine. Diagnoses that the right hand of the 
assassin did not know what the left hand was doing to the victim. In Evil Under the Sun the victim is 
presented as: Arlena Stuart Marshall, a very beautiful young woman, who wore her heart on her 
sleeve. 
Being on one of the first pages of the book the information of the first example quickly pre-
structures the reader’s assumptions about what will happen (the victim is stabbed to death) and who 
did it (the murderer must have acted in affection, been delirious or out of control). In fact these 
assumptions turn out to be partly misleading. The victim was stabbed, but the murderer was actually 
twelve different people and they had it all planned in detail before carrying out the execution. The 
information in the second example also prejudices the reader’s opinion of Arlena as a bit 
promiscous, an assumption shared by the other characters, but also moderated as something she 
couldn’t really help. 
This information leads the reader to form a rather strong notion of the characters, a notion which 
again leads him or her to create an idea about the relationship between the elements of the story. I.e. 
we feel convinced that we have a chance of figuring out the crime and this holds us in suspension. 
Then again, when our assumptions turn out wrong, we are surprised. The “Cast of Character” often 
serves partly as a number of red herrings. 
 
The titles of the chapters resemblance a summary of the investigation. When the reader read like 
this he or she is guided through the story even before it has begun. In Cards on the Table chapters 
are for example named: 2: Dinner at Mr. Shaitana’s - 6: Third Murderer? - 23: The Evidence of a 
Pair of Silk Stockings – 27: The Eye-witness etc. 
The same is the case with the way some of the books are divided into sections with titles. 
 
The first part of the story is characterized by confusion as to the environment and about who will 
die. Everybody appear to be possible victims, murderers and innocents. After having come to know 
the involved characters and developed suspicion, dislike or sympathy for them, one of them is 
murdered. Of course members of the police are summoned, but knowing everybody Poirot is always 
involved and everybody come to add to his investigation. The proceedings of the investigation 
include that Poirot and company: discuss among themselves, go out individually to talk to people or 
visit places, meet up and compare notes, discuss and set out again etc. Sometimes Poirot tests 
people to see if they will give something away by for example committing a smaller crime (cf.  Mrs. 
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Meredith in Cards on the Table who steels stockings) or he will see if he can catch them telling an 
insignificant lie. The thought is that if someone is able to commit of a small crime, he or she is also 
able to commit a larger. Confusion often arises again just before Poirot’s golden moment of 
revelation. This is due to the number of possible solutions and suspects that have been presented by 
now and because the reader is left with a feeling of being able to solve the mystery. Examples of 
this are: in Cards in the Table where everybody is guilty of having killed before and therefore all 
seem equally guilty and in Murder on the Orient Express where everybody seems to have a 
substantial motive.  
Finally, Poirot gathers everyone and present them with the truth – often in a way which somehow 
involves them all and make them all shift between feeling relieved that he seemingly find them 
innocent and shocked that he was actually pointing them out. 
 
Plot 
 
Since five books have been involved there is of course five rather different plots. All evolves 
around a murder and its solution. The murder might have happened in the past (Elephants Can 
Remember), in the very beginning of the book (Cards on the Table), after a presentation of the 
characters etc. (Evil Under the Sun and Murder on the Orient Express) or even as far as in the 
middle of the book and after the reader has come to know all the characters well (The Hollow).  
After the murder Poirot sets off to solve the mystery, often helped by the police or some of his 
many friends, always in a rather passive way jogging his little grey cells. His visiting crime scenes, 
examining the body or the physical evidence is held to a minimum. He prefers to dine, talk, invite 
people to his house and pay visits. 
By almost bombarding the reader with characters, clues, red herrings and incidents, mysterious 
behaviour and a quick development of the case, the reader never exactly knows everything, but is 
kept feeling as if he or she did. Every new element makes us think that everybody could have done 
it or we feel as if we now know what actually happened. In fact it is only Poirot who with complete 
confidence can proclaim that: I now know everything! In the end the reader is always surprised by 
the solution and by having suspected those who turn out innocent. 
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Clues and red herrings 
 
The novels often contain clues and red herrings, i.e. misleading or false clues. These can for 
example be: drawings, lists or episodes. Their role is either to give the reader a change to play 
detective or as it is more often the case to confuse the reader. In Murder on the Orient Express a 
drawing of the wagon is supplied complete with the names of the occupants of the various 
compartments, in Cards on the Table we are presented with the bridge scores and in The Hollow 
there is a drawing of the tree Ygdrasil which holds special meaning to some of the characters. A 
clue can also be a list of suspects; an example is Poirot’s list in Evil Under the Sun. 
Having studied these clues and red herrings it is evident that their main propose is to confuse the 
reader. Another possibility is that without them the crime would be too easy for the reader to solve 
and the case would hold little resemblance to a real investigation which is full of dead-ends. None 
the less the drawings etc. are a nice way of spicing up the reading experience and complicating 
things. 
 
Wandering viewpoint 
 
The point of view from which things are seen shifts between an all knowing third person narrator 
and a selected group of characters. Dialogue and a sort of stream of consciousness let us hear what 
people say and think. The mere descriptions of things are held to a minimum, something which 
keeps up the flow of the reading process and ensure suspension. By letting the reader into the head 
of various persons, he or she establishes sympathetic as well as hostile feelings towards the 
character in question. The effect is that everybody seems both possible suspects and possible 
innocents. In order to gain further understanding of who did it, the reader might speed up his or her 
reading or go back in the story. A good example of how the viewpoint shifts in this way is The 
Hollow. Here the murderer Gerda’s thoughts, frustrations, fears and anxieties serve to characterize 
her as unstable and insecure. I.e. she is characterized as for example being slow from both the 
outside descriptions of her and from her own thoughts. This makes us perceive her as incapable of 
killing, but also as the one with the most reason to do so because her husband mocks her. Also 
Gerda’s actions draw a picture of her as both innocent and guilty. At the crime scene she is caught 
red-handed with a gun in hand over her dead husband and so she comes forth as both the most 
possible suspect and at the same because this is the obvious notion of her, as the least possible. In 
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the same way Henrietta (The Hollow) is put in a similar position. Her thoughts about the female 
model let us see her darker and more selfish side, but her kind behaviour towards Gerda presents 
her as caring. 
This way the wandering viewpoint establishes the concerned characters as complex beings complete 
with both good and bad behaviour, evil and pure feelings and in the end as capable of committing 
murder (not that this turns out to be the case with every person). In the process of reading the reader 
is actively searching for the guilty person and is by the insight achieved by the wandering viewpoint 
made to believe everybody guilty at some point. In this way the different viewpoints become clues 
in line with drawings and statements. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In order to examine what means Christie uses to keep her reader in a state changing between 
suspense and surprise, several categories have been analyzed. The method of approach has been 
inspired by reader-response criticism; primarily by Iser and Fish. 
 
From the close reading and analysis of the five detective stories, it is clear that Christie’s intentions 
to pre-structure how the reader is to respond and the actual response often correspond. An increased 
awareness of how she tries to pre-structure the reader’s response only serves to emphasize how little 
power the reader has over the investigation, because its solution will always be a surprise. 
Through the analysis of: structure, plot, clues, red herrings and wandering viewpoint, it is clear that 
these are all constituents of suspense and surprise. Put together it is the way these elements interact 
that holds the reader in a state changing between suspension and surprises. I.e. through a well 
ordered structure the reader is walked through the investigation in the course of which useful clues 
is planted alongside red herrings. Also, by being let into the heads of different characters the reader 
is confused about whom to suspect and suspension is increased. After having found everybody both 
guilty and innocent, surprise comes in an unexpected solution. 
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Perspective: Suspense and surprise in motion pictures 
 
There have been many adaptations of Christie’s stories to the big screen or TV; Poirot and Mrs. 
Marple have almost taken on a life of their own. Although some adaptations take great liberties3, 
suspense and surprise remain stock elements. Cinematic suspense can be controlled more precisely 
than literary by using: sound, speed, text, light, pictures and cutting techniques. Compared to the 
general reader, the viewer of a motion picture is a passive participant in the mercy of the 
filmmakers. In the case of genres like crime fiction, thrillers, horror stories etc., the role of the 
reader can be described somewhat like that of the viewer. Take for example Christie’s novels; the 
reader is almost forced to keep on reading in increasing speed because of the pressure of suspense 
and the rush of the solution.4
                                                 
3 An example of this is Sidney Lumet’s film Murder on the Orient Express from 1974 where the various elements 
leading to the solution of the crime is presented differently than in the book; i.e. the order in which things happen, 
evidence is found etc. is changed. 
4 Engelsk elegance: “The Agatha Christie Code”: This is mainly achieved by using shorter and shorter sentences.  
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